Wilmer . _ 
Swank eS, 


Furniture store and funeral 
parlor owner also gave 
Much time to governing 
early City of Camas 


By SALLY ALVES 


The first man in LaCamas to combine 
furniture and funerals was Wilmer Swank. 
Somehow it seemed to go together when he 
Set up shop in Camas in 190. It meant 
going to embalming school but that was 
|O.K. When he wasn’t busy with his funi- 
ture store and taking care of the deceased, 
_heserved ascity clerk, easure, nthe city 
| ormizd the fie dcyrunc 
| 


quite nicely. Give of yourself and 
you shall receive the joys of living in Ca- 
mas. 


pebealom Swank met Mary 
1872, they each had four chil- 
dren’by previous marriages. Absalom was 
| a farmer and had served time in the Civil 
| War. In December of 1872, the newly- 
_ marned couple had their first child, Michac. 
| Hiram was bom in 1875 and Jemima in 
| 1879, also in Missouri. 


a physical strength that was to sustain him 


his whole life. Wilmer attended public 


schools in Vancouver, then business col- 


Jege in Portland. He aspired to be a dentist 


but had to give up that dream for financial 
reasons. He worked for a while in Brush 
brother, Hiram, in Vancouver. The hard- 


pany. 

-InAugustof_ 1905, Wilmermarried lovely 
‘Hannah Jane Laver who was 19 years old. 
‘The Laver family were immigrants from 


and Company.” He was on his own and on 


¥ 


whole first floor of the IOOF Building in 


1906, selling furniture, stoves, ranges, dry 
———————— 


goods, paint and all kinds of hardware. 
The were much impressed 
with young Wilmer Swank, and he was 
well respected for his good will and kind 
hear. Each moming would find Wilmer 
outside sweeping his sidewalk or washing 
the windows of his store. The sidewalk 
really didn't need sweeping nor the win- 
dows washing, Wilmer just wanted to greet 
and talk to his friends and neighbors as they 
‘strolled by. It was no surprise when he was 
lected city clerk and treasurer at the time 


‘mental force in establishing the volunteer 
firemen, 2 tradition that still exists to this 
day in Camas. One of the lead stories in the 
LaCamas Post of Feb. 2, 1908, noted that 
Wilmer Swank was sworn in as new city 
councilman. 

‘There was a notice in the Jan. 25, 1908, 
LaCamas Post that W. Swank and Co. had 
consolidated with the firm of Laver & Co. 
‘One can only assume that it was brother-in- 
law Ira Laver's business. W. Swank and 
Co. now offered shoes, hats, mattresses, 
garden seeds and even poppy flour made at 
Athena, Oregon! 

On March 5, 1909, Hannah gave birth to 
«a son, Roy Laver Swank. Partly because of 
the influence of Dr. Unie, Roy grew up to 


become a well-known and respected doc- - 


‘and new items from the day placed inside. 
‘1 was then returned to the comerstone for 
afew more years, 

Jn 1912 Swank entered the undertaking 
business which be ran as an entirely sepa- 


provided undertaking 
old Farr Building. His banker, OF. John- 
‘son suggested to Swank that he attend em- 
‘balming school in Cincinnati, Ohio. The 


‘Vancouver and Goldendale at that time. 
Around 1915, Wilmer contracted with 
John RofMer to build him a house and a 
funeral parlor on the comer of Northeast. 
‘Third and Burton Sweet. It was in this home 


those who had passed away. On one occa- 
sion in 1921 he was asked to pick upa body 
of a very poor man who lived on Prune Hill. 
His friend, Elmo Scobba, accompanied him 
by horse and buggy to the man’s hovel. 
‘Sure enough he was dead, but his pocket- 
book bulged with $17,000. Just as Roy and 
Elmo discovered the fortune, the Chief of 
Police arrived on the scene and looked in 
the window. It was later revealed that the 
“poor man” who had lived so frugally all of 
his life also had a huge bank account. Roy 
never forgot that experience. 

“The years passed by 1922, W. Swank and 
Company had outgrown the frame IOOF 
Hall Building. The old OOF Hall Building 
was torn down and the time capsule in the 


the time capsule and it was laid in the 
comerstone once again. During the con- 
‘struction process, Wilmer moved his busi- 
ness temporarily across the street into a 


and the basement. In 1923 he incorporated 
the business, personally taking ownership 
of most of the stock. The store was now 
simply called “Swank & Co.” Then, on 
Nov. 15, 1923, tragedy struck. A $50,000 
blaze wiped out most of the business dis- 


vincing the store owners to not 
to rebuild their buildings, using 
mortar instead of wood. 

In 1924, a proud Camas organized a real 
fire department with Mayor Wilmer Swank 
conducting the meeting at city hall. The city 
ee ee 
designating in which part of town an alarm 
is sent in from. Ed Reed was appointed the 
first fire chief. According to the article in 
the Jan. 18, 1924, Camas Post there was a 
“swell fire truck, a thousand feet of new 
hose and a new fire hall in which to house 
the truck and paraphernalia with sleeping 
room for the night tuck driver.” 

Wilmer Swank served two terms as 
mayor. During his tenure, Camas built its 
first city hall and bought its water system. 
Being the mayor meant there was much 
entertaining to be done at the Swank home 
on Burton Sueet. As Camas’ first lady, 
Hannah wasa gracious hostess. Roy Swank 
remembers how very popular his mother 
was with his friends. After school the Swank 
home was the meeting place with Hannah 
serving moot beer and fruit, then playing the 
piano to the enjoyment of all. 

Roy Swank graduated from Camas High 
School im 1926. He attended the University 
_ of Washington, graduating in 1930, then 
"attended and graduated from Northiwt ~ 

idical School. After his schoolin 
u working with Dr. Urie 
Camas we leaving for Boston to do 
research work. Roy married Eulalia Snively 
and they had three children, Robert, Susan 
and Stephen. 

The store continued to flourish even 
through the depression years. Swank Fu- 
neral Chapel built a new facility in 1932 
that was Spanish in design and quite beau- 
tiful to behold. That chapel stands to this 
day at Third and Cedar in Camas, but no 
longer has the Spanish flavor. It was re- 
cently remodeled. 

In 1937 Wilmer was responsible for or- 
ganizing the Camas-Washougal Port Dis- 
trict and served as chairman until his death. 
He was a member of the Camas School 
Board, the Masons, the Odd Fellows, the 
Elks and the Kiwanis Club. 

Through all this time, Wilmer was im- 
mensely proud of his son, Dr. Roy Swank 
who was well known for his work in M.S. 
research. In 1949 Roy wentto Europe tosee 
how the war had affected research. He 
invited his dad along. It was a wonderful 
experience for them both. They took a boat 
to Oslo, Norway, in April of 1949, and 
spent three months waveling Europe. Ev- 
erywhere they went Wilmer Swank made 
friends. He would stand on the corners and 
talk to people of all ages in his easygoing 

| Mariner. On one occasion he metnew friends 

\ and-went to Italy for three weeks, rejoining 
Roy if Switzerland. ¢ 

ke After their trip, Dr. Roy Swank did re- 


search work at the Montreal Neurological 
<« = 


Institutes He worked on projects involving 
neuroanatomy, vitamin deficiencies, mul- 
tiple sclerosis and other ficlds. When 
Wilmer started to have dizzy spells, Roy 


brought him to the Institute for evaluation. 

was never to retum to Camas. On 
Feb. 23, 1952, Wilmer Swank died at the 
age of 67. Tie town mourned the death of 
‘one who had given so much to his commu- 
nity. 

In 1959 Dr. Swank co-authored a book 
“Low Fat Diet” that became a best seller. 
He continued doing research work at Or. 
egon Health Science University, inventing 
afilter, etc.,for MS Research that is used all 
Over the world. Although he is currently 84 
years old, he continues to raise amounts of 
money for his M.S. research projects. 


Hannah Swank moved to a house on 
Northeast Fourth Avenue following 
‘Wilmer's death. She sold the store and the 
mortuary and felt sadness at having to do 
80. She lived for another 22 years until Dec. 
3, 1974, when she passed away at a nursing 

at 89 years of age. She was buried 
next to her husband in the Camas Cem- 
elery. 


but 
and 


HANNAH LAVER Swank In 1903. 
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There is one final note to this chapter. On According to one neces Hardware in cone that old 
July 4, 1993, a terrible fire raged Persons. In front are, fe often filled to ite cn, 1921. 
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